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1 Planning  for  Palmerõs Future ð Process and Vision  

In March 2020, the Town of Palmerñlocated in central western Massachusetts in Hampden 

Countyñlaunched a process to prepare a Town-wide Master Plan with extensive 

community participation. The Townõs last comprehensive master plan was completed nearly 

50 years ago in 1975, prior to the adoption of the Townõs first zoning bylaw in 1980. Since 

2005, the Town has been operating under an Executive Order 418 Community Development 

Plan, which lays out goals and strategies related to open space and resource protection, 

housing, economic development, and transportation. Though the Townõs most recent 

comprehensive town-wide planning document, the Community Plan is out-of-date and 

inadequate for current and future planning purposes. This Master Plan, the development of 

which was led by the Townõs planning consultant (VHB), updates the information presented 

in the Community Plan, as well as builds upon its findings to provide a strategic roadmap to 

achieving a shared community vision for Palmerõs future.  

For fiscal years 2020 and 2021, the Town was awarded a Municipal Vulnerability 

Preparedness Action Grant, which partially funded the preparation of this Master Plan. 

Accordingly, the topics of sustainability and climate resilience are integrated throughout its 

elements, including the elements required under Chapter 41 Section 81D of the General 

Laws of Massachusetts that are listed later in this chapter. The opportunities and challenges 

related to sustainability and climate resilience that are not specific to the required elements 

are covered in a separate element (Chapter 9, Sustainability and Climate Change). 

As part of the fiscal year 2021 Work Plan for the Palmer Mass in Motion program, funded 

through the Massachusetts Department of Public Health, this Master Plan also includes a 

Public Health Addendum (Appendix A) prepared by the Pioneer Valley Planning 

Commission (PVPC). This addendum is summarized in Chapter 10, Public Health and its 

recommended actions have been incorporated into this Master Planõs implementation plan 

(Chapter 11). The Public Health Addendum provides research and data analyses around the 

aspects of the Townõs built and social environments (e.g., transportation, housing, access to 
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healthy food) that impact health outcomes of people who live and work in Palmer, with a 

focus on healthy aging and the assets and challenges of older adults.  

This Master Planõs addressment of sustainability and climate resilience, along with public 

health, reflect the increasing need of municipalities to address the health and well-being of 

their residents in the face of emerging challenges. This is evidenced by the 

COVID-19 pandemic that began in early 2020 and continued throughout the planning 

process.  

What is a Master Plan? 

Consistent with Chapter 41 Section 81D of the General Laws of Massachusetts, a master plan 

serves as òa statement, through text, maps, illustrations or other forms of communication, 

that is designed to provide a basis for decision making regarding the long-term physical 

development of the municipality.ó1 However, master plans today do more than address just 

buildings and infrastructure ð they also consider the important social, environmental, and 

economic values associated with them. 

A master plan is meant to be a living, dynamic document that records where a community 

has been, where it is currently, and what it wants to be in the future. In the process, it 

assesses existing community assets and resources in consideration of current trending and 

projected future conditions, and puts forth a shared community vision that is translated into 

goals and a policy framework. 

A master plan typically covers a timeframe between 10 and 15 years, though shorter-term 

evaluations will help keep it current with changing needs of the community. It is also tightly 

integrated with other municipal plans and initiatives, such as an open space and recreation 

plan, housing production plan, etc. It is important to note that a master plan is not a zoning 

ordinance, a subdivision regulation, a budget plan, a capital improvement program, or 

other regulatory document. Rather, it is meant to guide the development of these 

implementation tools. 

Consistent with Chapter 41 Section 81D of the General Laws of Massachusetts, this Master 

Plan addresses the following required elements as they relate to the Town of Palmer and its 

regional context: Land Use and Development Patterns (Chapter 2); Housing (Chapter 3); 

Economic Development (Chapter 4); Natural, Historic, and Cultural Resources (Chapter 5); 

Open Space and Recreation (Chapter 6); Public Services and Facilities (Chapter 7); 

Transportation (Chapter 8), and Implementation (Chapter 11). Another required element that 

identifies the goals and policies of the municipality for its future growth and development 

has been integrated into the other elements of this Master Plan, including Sustainability and 

Climate Change (Chapter 9) and Public Health (Chapter 10).  

A key outcome of any master plan is its implementation program, which generally defines 

and schedules the recommended actions that contribute to the achievement of the goals 

 

1  Massachusetts General Laws, Chapter 41, Section 81D. 
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defined under each element. For the Palmer Master Plan, the implementation program is 

summarized in Chapter 11.  

Planning Process 

The planning process for this Master Plan was carried out over approximately 16 months 

beginning in March 2020 and ending in June 2021. This process is summarized below, 

arranged into five focused efforts:  

ᴇ Identify Palmerõs Challenges and Opportunities 

Through a review of past and recent planning documentation; data from local, state, and 

federal sources; and input received from stakeholders and the community at-large over 

the course of seven public forums conducted between July 2020 and January 2021, a 

baseline of existing conditions in Palmer was prepared relevant to the topic-based 

elements covered in this Master Plan (e.g., Land Use and Development Patterns, 

Housing, etc.), except for Public Health (see explanation below). The findings of this 

existing conditions analysis helped to identify the challenges and opportunities the Town 

faces, now and in the future. 

ᴇ Set Palmerõs Shared Vision and Supporting Goals 

In July 2020, an overview of the Townõs existing conditions was shared with the 

community for feedback, which provided an understanding of their values and general 

priorities for the Townõs future. Based upon this feedback, and supported by previous 

stakeholder conversations, a Vision Statement was prepared and confirmed that reflects 

the Town as the community intends it to exist at the end of the planning horizon.  

Through the course of the community engagements held as part of this planning 

process, namely the six topic-based public forums and an economic development 

roundtable, challenges and opportunities were translated into Goals that support the 

achievement of the Vision Statement. 

ᴇ Develop and Prioritize Supporting Actions 

Consideration of existing initiatives, best practices, and emerging technologies, along 

with ideas generated by stakeholders and the community at-large, contributed to the 

development of recommended Actions (i.e., policies, programs, and projects) that 

support the achievement of the Goals.  

In May/June 2021, through Community Survey #2, the community was asked to support 

the prioritization of the recommended Actions based on perceived levels of relative 

importance.  

ᴇ Create an Accountable Implementation Program 

Implementation details for the recommended Actions were defined, including their lead 

implementation entities and supporting partners, timelines, and estimated costs. Actions 

were further defined by their related elements and actions to realize potential 

implementation efficiencies and to maximize co-benefits. 

1 

2 

3 

4 
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ᴇ Pull it All Together for Review and Adoption 

Full drafts of the Master Plan elements were provided to the public in June 2021. The 

Palmer Planning Board received comment on the Master Plan throughout July 2021 and 

adopted it in August 2021.  

As noted earlier, the Public Health Addendum was completed under the Palmer Mass in 

Motion program. Its planning process, which is described in Appendix A, was conducted 

concurrent to, but largely separate from that of this Master Plan. To promote consistency, 

the planning consultants leading each process coordinated regularly and attended each 

processesõ key public meetings. Further, there was cross-representation between the Master 

Plan Steering Committee (MPSC) and the Palmer Health Addendum Working Group. 

Engagement Process 

Despite limitations that the COVID-19 pandemic presented throughout the course of this 

planning process, the Town of Palmer embraced an extensive and inclusive public 

engagement process that also provided opportunities for learning. This involved direct 

engagement with stakeholders, including the formation of the MPSC; seven online and 

televised public forums; both online and hardcopy surveys; an economic development 

forum; and a dedicated project-website.  

Virtual Meeting of the Master Plan Steering Committee 

5 
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A separate public engagement process was conducted as part of the Public Health 

Addendum. For a summary of those outreach efforts, please see Appendix A.  

Master Plan Steering Committee   

The engagement process for this Master Plan began with the establishment of the MPSC. 

Working with the Town Planner and Economic Development Director, as well as the 

planning consultants, the MPSC provided invaluable guidance and oversight throughout  the 

planning process. Members of the MPSC also acted as liaisons to the larger Palmer 

community, reaching out to relevant local and regional groups and generally raising 

awareness of the project to solicit input to, and feedback and comment on, the Master Plan. 

Aside from four at-large members representing the general public, including the 

chairperson, the MPSC had representation from the following eight Town departments, 

boards, and committees. 

ᴇ Planning Board 

ᴇ Town Council 

ᴇ Board of Health 

ᴇ Conservation Commission 

ᴇ Council on Aging/Senior Center 

ᴇ Department of Public Works 

ᴇ Historical Commission 

ᴇ School Committee 

Over the 16-month project schedule, the MPSC held 14 meetings, not including their 

participation at public forums. These meetings were primarily held in support of key 

milestone-decisions (e.g., approval of draft elements). Each meeting was held virtually and 

broadcast live by M-PACT-TV, the public television studio servicing both Monson and 

Palmer, and posted to M-PACT-TVõs website for broader viewing.  

Targeted Stakeholder Conversations 

At the onset of the planning process, the Townõs planning consultant held several 

conversations with key Town officials and staff, interest groups, residents, property owners, 

business leaders, and others who live or work in Palmer. The purpose of these conversations 

was to gather input on the key issues and opportunities facing the Town. Representative 

questions included òWhat do you most appreciate about Palmer?ó and òWhat are your 

biggest ongoing or future concerns for the community?ó 

  

MPSC Chairperson, Dave Golden, raising 

awareness of the Master Plan and its 

merits on M-PACT-TV. 
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Public Forums 

A total of seven public forums covering a combination 

of Master Plan elements were planned, facilitated, and 

documented. They were widely advertised by the Town 

through means that included: postings on popular social 

media group pages; flyer placements at the four corners 

town signboard and post offices; advertisements/articles 

in the local newspaper, The Journal Register, and in the 

Senior Centerõs newsletter; email blasts to interested 

persons; announcements on the Townõs municipal 

website and on the dedicated Master Plan website; 

advertisements on M-PACT-TV; and personal outreach 

conducted by the Town Planner and Economic 

Development Director and the MPSC. In light of in-

person restrictions imposed by the State due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic, all public forums were held 

virtually. To gain the widest possible audience under 

these conditions, the public forums were held on Zoom 

in webinar format and broadcast on both Facebook Live 

and M-PACT-TV. Regardless of how participants viewed 

the meetings, all were provided opportunities to 

contribute to the discussion. Persons on the Zoom 

meeting were able to speak or use the platformõs chat function. Those viewing through 

Facebook were able to post comments in that platform, which were monitored and then 

shared with the rest of the participants for discussion. Persons viewing through M-PACT-TV 

were provided the contact information of the Town Planner and Economic Development 

Director, and similar to comments received through Facebook, any comments received 

during the meeting were shared with the rest of the participants for discussion. Finally, all 

participants were invited to participate in polling through Poll Everywhere 

(https://www.polleverywhere.com/), which was independent of the above platforms, 

accepting responses through either a web browser or through SMS text message. Poll 

responses were shown in real-time. As applicable, polls remained open for persons viewing 

meetings after their scheduled times. 

Example public  forum advertisements prepared for social media postings and flyer placements. 

List of Public Forums  

Forum #1ñKick-Off and 

Visioning  

Forum #2ñEconomic 

Development 

Forum #3ñPublic Facilities 

and Services, and Historic and 

Cultural Resources 

Forum #4ñTransportation and 

Mobility 

Forum #5ñHousing 

Forum #6ñSustainability and 

Climate Change 

Forum #7ñNatural Resources 

and Open Space 

https://www.polleverywhere.com/
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Community Surveys 

Two surveys were administered to the community, with hardcopies made available at 

strategic locations such as the Senior Center and Public Library. The first survey solicited 

input on the Townõs current conditions and the communityõs desired future, while the 

second survey requested feedback on the draft Actions that represented the culmination of 

what the MPSC heard from the public and other stakeholders throughout the planning 

process for the Master Plan. In addition to requesting general feedback on the Actions, the 

second survey asked respondents to assist in their prioritization by selecting those that they 

believed to be of the highest relative importance. 

A total of 476 persons responded to this first survey, while 56 responded to the second (see 

responses in Appendix B).  

Economic Development Roundtable  

On September 10, 2020, the Town held and facilitated a virtual economic development 

roundtable that included participation from Town staff, PVPC, MassDevelopment, and 

representative local businesses small and large. The outcomes of this discussion were 

incorporated into, and are summarized in, the Economic Development Element (Chapter 4).  

Master Plan Website 

This Master Plan was supported by a dedicated website, http://palmermasterplan.com/, 

where information on the planning process was provided, highlights of community 

demographics were shared, and information on opportunities to engage were noticed. 

Additionally, this website served as a document repository for the draft and final elements, 

public forum presentations (including polling results), and meeting recordings, among other 

documents that contributed to the development of this Master Plan. A communication 

element was also incorporated into the website, which asked visitors to sign up for updates, 

submit thoughts and comments, and/or ask a question.  

 

Screenshots of the Palmer Master Plan website. 

http://palmermasterplan.com/
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Vision Statement  

Developed through the planning and engagement processes, the community came to 

consensus on the following Vision Statement. This Vision Statement set the tone for the 

development of this Master Plan, including the determination of its Goals and identification 

of its recommended Actions. Building on the Townõs past and existing strengths, it 

characterizes the communityõs ideal future for itself, with emphases on sustainability and 

resilience. 

  

Palmer is a preeminent destination to live, work and play in We stern Massachusetts. 

Our collective, small -town identity is defined by the unique qualities of our four 

villagesñDepot Village, Thorndike, Three Rivers and Bondsville. This identity is 

continually built upon by residents and organizations with incredible s pirit and who 

are deeply invested in and celebrate the Town and its history. Palmer is planning its 

future with sustainability in mind and with a focus on climate resilience so as to be a 

thriving and vibrant community both now and in the future.  

Known as the òTown of Seven Railroads,ó Palmer is a picturesque New England town 

boasting abundant open spaces, recreation areas and natural habitats ñincluding lands 

along the Ware, Swift, Quaboag and Chicopee Rivers, which are all maintained and 

preserved for the  enjoyment of all. These assets, along with housing accessibility and 

affordability, a top performing school system, high quality local health care facilities 

and convenient road and rail transportation access to points across the state and 

beyond, help to  support and strengthen our existing residents and businesses as well 

as attract new ones that will be a part of our community for years to come.  

Screenshot of an interactive community profile on the Palmer Master Plan website. 
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2 Land Use and Development Patterns  

Land use refers to how land is utilized by the community for activities such as economic and 

cultural development. Development patterns refer to how land uses are organized within a 

communityñincluding the arrangement of agricultural, residential, industrial, commercial, 

and recreational uses, among other usesñand is the product of many yearsõ worth of 

human interactions with the natural setting. An examination of a communityõs mix of land 

uses and development patterns helps to inform a fundamental understanding of its history 

and determine its needs relative to housing, economic development, environmental and 

cultural resources, open space and recreation, public facilities and infrastructure, and 

transportation. 

This Land Use Element functions as an overarching component of the Master Plan, as it 

incorporates considerations of all other elements. It presents historical and current day 

perspectives on land use in the Town of Palmer to facilitate decision-making on how land 

resources should be strategically used to address the issues and opportunities identified 

through this planning process. 

Baseline Conditions Analyses 

Regional Context  

The Town of Palmer is a predominantly rural community with four distinct village centers 

(i.e., Bondsville, Depot Village, Thorndike, and Three Rivers). It is situated in the easterly 

portion of Hampden County, Massachusetts, and within the administrative area of the 

Pioneer Valley Planning Commission (PVPC) (see Figure 2-1). The Town is surrounded by the 

Towns of Belchertown and Ware to its north, Ludlow and Wilbraham to its west, Brimfield 

and Monson to its south, and Warren to its east. It is proximate to the regional economic 
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centers of Springfield (approximately 20 miles via Interstate 90 westbound) and Worcester 

(approximately 35 miles via Interstate 90 eastbound).  

Palmer is within the Chicopee River Watershed. Important shared waterbodies include the 

Ware River, which flows southwesterly from the Town of Ware; the Quaboag River, which 

flows southwesterly from the Town of Warren; and the Swift River, which flows southerly 

from the Town of Belchertown. The confluence of these three rivers in the Village of Three 

Rivers forms the headwaters of the Chicopee River that flows southwesterly toward the 

Town of Wilbraham. More information on Palmerõs water networks is provided in Chapter 6, 

Natural, Historic, and Cultural Resources. 

From a transportation perspective, Palmer is connected to its region and beyond via Inter-

state 90, running east-west. Other major thoroughfares crossing the Town include Route 20, 

also running east-west, and Route 32, running north-south. Palmer is served by regional 

transit services, including the Quaboag Connector that links Palmer, Belchertown, 

Brookfield, East Brookfield, Hardwick, Monson, Ware, Warren, and West Brookfield, as well 

as the Pioneer Valley Transit Authorityõs Ware-Palmer Circulator. Additionally, the Town is 

also being considered as a potential rail transit stop along the proposed East-West Passen-

ger Rail project, which would provide passenger rail service from Boston to Springfield and 

Pittsfield. The Town boasts three active rail lines servicing regional freight operations: CSX 

moves freight east-west, Central New England moves freight north-south, and Mass Central 

is a short line running between Palmer and the Town of Barre. More information on 

Palmerõs transportation networks is provided in Chapter 8, Transportation and Mobility. 

Other regional connections include shared open spaces, such as the Colonels Mountain 

Wildlife Management Area, Red Bridge State Park, and Titanic Rail Trail/Grand Trunk Trail, as 

well as the to-be-completed Mass Central Rail Trail. Additionally, the Town is a member 

community of the Pathfinder Regional Vocation Technical School, along with Belchertown, 

Granby, Hardwick, Monson, New Braintree, Oakham, Ware, and Warren.  

Historical Land Cover/Land Use 

The four major rivers (i.e., Ware, Quaboag, Swift, and Chicopee) in Palmer played a critical 

role in the development of the Town, particularly with respect to its transformation from a 

farming community to an industrial community where waterpower was harnessed for the 

operation of textile mills. These textile mills catalyzed the development of three of the 

Townõs four villages (i.e., Bondsville, Thorndike, and Three Rivers), which were developed to 

provide worker housing and related services. 

Palmerõs unique character is defined by its more densely developed village centers, juxta-

posed against an abundance and diverse range of natural resources, such as upland forests 

and vast open spaces. As shown in Figures 2-2 through 2-4 and Table 2-1, natural land in 

Palmer has and continues to comprise the majority of land cover in the community, encom-

passing more than 70 percent of the Townõs land area since at least 1985.2, 3 

 

2  MassGIS (Bureau of Geographic Information ). MassGIS Data: Land Use (1951-1999).  

3  MassGIS (Bureau of Geographic Information) . MassGIS Data: Land Use (2005). 
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Figure 2 -1 Regional Context  

 


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































